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The Impact of Stress on Diet, Sleep, and Exercise Amongst College Students
Jessica Rizzo

As many of you may know stress is a large determinant for chronic diseases, but did you
know that your current behaviors will impact your life in twenty to thirty years? I circulated a
survey to U.R.I. college students to see how the stress of being a college student is impacting
behaviors like diet, exercise, and sleep, which in turn create more risk for chronic diseases later
in their lives. Heart disease and diabetes are two major chronic diseases that people face in the
United States. Abundant scientific data confirm that these chronic diseases are largely impacted
by diet, exercise, and sleep.
Through the survey I found that the distribution of how stressed students are is skewed to
the right, meaning more often than not students are feeling high amounts of stress during the
semester. Students said their intake of unhealthy foods like fast food, salty snacks, sugary snacks,
and sugary beverages increases when they are more stressed and their intake of healthy foods
like fruits and vegetables decreases when they are stressed. These behaviors create risk factors
for the future health of these students as they are facing high stress leading to an unhealthy diet.
In addition, I also found that the quality and quantity of sleep amongst these stressed
college students is decreasing. With less sleep and lower quality sleep, your body is not getting
the proper rest it needs to build a strong immune system and keep you healthy.
Along with diet and sleep, exercise is an important factor in preventing chronic diseases.
I found that students are decreasing the number of days per week they exercise due to the stress
of college. Below is a table showing some other findings from the survey.

TABLE 1: Other Findings
Question
High %

Mid %

Lower %

How do you relieve
stress?

29.6%
Exercise

24.3% Sleep

Does the amount of
food you eat change
when you are
stressed?

60% Yes,
increases

28.7% Yes,
decreases

14.8% Eat
14.8% Talk to
Friend
11.3% No, it does
not change

It is important to find stress management behaviors, so that one can remain healthy
through stressful times. In the survey, students also responded with strategies to manage stress
which included sleeping, exercising, talking to someone, meditating, going to the beach, and
playing Xbox. Everyone faces stress at some point in their lives and managing your stress levels
is an excellent way to lower your risk for chronic diseases. Next time you are feeling stressed, try
out different methods that can alleviate your stress level and keep your body healthy.
By decreasing the amount of exercise per week you are getting, decreasing the quality
and quantity of sleep you are getting, and moving to an unhealthy diet, you are putting your body
into risk for diseases later on in life. We may not see the impact on our young bodies now, but
later in life the choices we are making today will be putting us at harm. With the information we
have found, we can encourage students to be more conscious of the decisions they are making
today and to find alternate ways to alleviate the stress they are feeling, so that we can lower the
rates of chronic diseases impacting our country.

